The Gods of Olympus.                        53

growth of their flocks and the fruits of their fields; it was Mars
on whom they called for protection against bad weather and
destructive pestilence.

In warlike Rome, however, this deity soon laid aside his
peaceful character, and donned the bright armour of the god of
war. He was even regarded as being, after Jupiter, the most
important god of the state and people of Rome. Nurna himself
gave him a flamen of his own, and created or restored in his
honour the priesthood of the Salii. The occasion, according to
the sacred legend, was on this wise. As King Numa one morning,
from the ancient palace at the foot of the Palatine, raised his
hands in prayer to Jove, beseeching his protection and favour
for the infant state of Rome, the god let fall from heaven, as a
mark of his favour, an oblong brazen shield (ancile). At the
same time a voice was heard declaring that Rome should endure
as long as this shield was preserved. Numa then caused the
sacred shield, which was recognised as that of Mars, to be care-
fully preserved. The better to prevent its abstraction, he ordered
an artist to make eleven others exactly similar, and instituted
for their protection the college of the Salii, twelve in number,
like the shields, who were selected from the noblest families in
Rome. Every year in the month of March, which was sacred
to Mars, they bore the sacred shields in solemn procession
through the streets of Rome, executing warlike dances and
chanting ancient war-songs. From the days of Numa the
worship of "Father Mars3' continued to acquire an ever-increas-
ing popularity. Before the departure of a Roman army on any
expedition, the imperator retired to the sanctuary of the god in
the old palace, and there touched the sacred shields and the spear
of the statue of Mars, crying aloud at the same time, "Mars, watch
over us!" According to popular belief, the god himself went
unseen before the host as it marched to battle, whence he was
called "Gradivus." In the war with the Lucanians and